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The Life Cycle of Pacific Salmon

1. Eggs in freshwater
stream gravel

(September–January)

5. Migration back to freshwater 
spawning grounds of 2- to 

6-year-old fish

Juvenile rearing
in freshwater and estuary
(a few months–4 years)

3. Emergence of fry in 
freshwater
(April–June)

6. Adult spawning in 
freshwater home stream 
(September–November)

Growth and maturation
in estuaries and ocean

(2–5 years)

2. Alevin in freshwater
stream gravel
(January–April)

4. Smolt migration to 
ocean (April–August)

Notes:
Timing and length of any given stage vary among species of salmon (e.g., Chinook, sockeye).

Timing is depicted for fall runs (e.g., spawn in fall, eggs hatch in spring)—reversed for spring runs.
Estuaries provide a mix of freshwater and saltwater.

Adults die after spawning; deteriorating carcasses provide essential nutrients to stream.
Disturbances at any stage can impact survival (e.g., obstructions to migration, fl oods, drought).

Photo credits:
1, 2, and 5—courtesy of Alaska Department of Fish & Game.
3 and 6—courtesy of Northwest Indian Fisheries Commission.
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Hood Canal Summer Chum ESU (T)
Ozette Lake Sockeye ESU (T)
Puget Sound Chinook ESU (T)

North-Central
California Coast

Central California Coast Coho ESU (E)
California Coast Chinook ESU (T)
Northern California Steelhead DPS (T)
Central California Coast Steelhead (T)

Interior Columbia
Middle Columbia River Steelhead DPS (T)

Snake River Fall Chinook ESU (T)
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Snake River Spring/Summer Chinook ESU (T)
Snake River Steelhead DPS (T)
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Upper Columbia River Steelhead DPS (T)
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Central Valley Spring Chinook ESU (T)
Central Valley Steelhead DPS (T)

Sacramento River Winter Chinook ESU (E)

0 200100 Miles

Domain Overlap

(T) Threatened
(E) Endangered

Willamette/Lower Columbia

Columbia River Chum ESU (T)
Lower Columbia River Coho ESU (T)
Lower Columbia River Chinook ESU (T)
Lower Columbia River Steelhead DPS (T)
Upper Willamette River Chinook ESU (T)
Upper Willamette River Steelhead DPS (T)

Or
Area*

egon Coast Restoration

Southern Oregon/
Northern California
Coast

Southern Oregon/Northern
California Coast Coho ESU (T)

South-Central/Southern
California Coast

Southern California Coast Steelhead DPS (E)
South-Central California Coast Steelhead DPS (T)

DPS

Pacific Salmon and Steelhead Recovery Domains

* The Oregon Coast Restoration Area was a recovery 
domain until 2005, when listing for the Oregon coast 
coho was determined not warranted.
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